Letters

Dual Infection with  Ehrlichia chaffeensis
and a Spotted Fever Group Rickettsia: A
Case Report—Reply to Dr. Sulzer

To the Editor: Several investigators have
suggested that some of Wilson and Chowning’s
patients may have had coinfection with Babesia
and Rickettsia rickettsii (1-4). Furthermore, the
organisms that Wilson and Chowning observed
in red cells of 20% of the local Columbian ground
squirrels are consistent with later reports of
various species of Babesia in the erythrocytes of
other species of squirrels (4). However, most
rickettsiologists who have commented on Wilson
and Chowning’s paper have concluded that
intraerythrocytic organisms observed in blood
samples did not contribute substantially to the
illnesses of the 23 patients described. Although
Stiles, Wenyon, and Brumpt concluded that the
organisms in human blood samples observed by
Wilson and Chowning were artifacts or malarial
parasites (5-7), contemporary experts who have
reviewed the colored plates that accompanied
Wilson and Chowning’s 1904 paper believe that
there is “little” or “no doubt” that Wilson and
Chowning actually described organisms of the
genus Babesia (1,2,8).

In a commentary that followed the republica-
tion of Wilson and Chowning’s landmark paper
in 1979 (9), Richard Ormsbee reviewed the
sequence of events that followed the publication
of Wilson and Chowning’s report in 1904 (10).
After more than 200 hours of careful microscopy,
C.W. Stiles could find no evidence of Pyroplasma
in the blood of 12 patients with Rocky Mountain
spotted fever (RMSF). He refuted Wilson and
Chowning’s findings (5) and challenged
Chowning, who was also in the Bitter Root
Valley, to demonstrate the presence of organisms
in the blood of a person with a typical case of
RMSF. Chowning was unable to find Pyroplasma
in blood smears from these patients (10). Ricketts
did not arrive in the Bitter Root Valley to begin
his studies of RMSF until 1906 (11); thus he
could not have published his classic paper on the
etiology of RMSF in volume 1 of the Journal of
Infectious Diseases.

To our knowledge, ecologic studies done in
the Bitter Root Valley have not demonstrated
endemic foci of babesial infection. A serologic
survey of 246 Bitter Root Valley residents in 1978
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showed no antibabesial antibodies (12). Al-
though it is possible that 4 of the 23 patients
with RMSF described by Wilson and Chowning
had incidental preexisting latent babesial
infection, the clinical and autopsy data they
presented suggest that the patients had typical
R. rickettsii infection. There is no proof that
any of the patients described by Wilson and
Chowning had simultaneous acute babesial and
rickettsial infection, and we agree with Ormsbee
that the significance of the “Pyroplasma
hominis” described in the blood smears of several
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of Wilson and Chowning’s patients is “.. a
mystery that persists to this day” (10).
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